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LAGS: ANATOMY OF AN
AMERICAN INVOLVEMENT
By Roland 4. Paul

N 7THEN President Kennedy came to office in 1961, he was startled to
\;./\\‘/ leara that almost 7o American soldiers, more than half of whem
were members of the Special Iorces, were in Laos, while about 500 Sovice
troops were there providing logistics support to the local communise forces,
the Pacher Laoe and their North Vietnamese allies.

Iearing the possible consequences of such a confrontation and considering
Amcrican interesis in Laos to be small, President Kennedy sought to dis-
engge. Negotiations ensued at Vienna, at Geneva, in Laos and elsewhere.
The res It was the ambiguous compromise sct forth in rather unambiguons
inszage in the Declaration on the Neutrality of Laos and the Protozol to
bat Declaration, signed by 13 communist and non-commuaist countries in
July 1562, commonly known as the Geneva Accords of 166z,

Under the mantle of this agreement, the Laotians themselves established
4 tripartite government composed of right-wing royalist elements under
General Phoumi Nosavan, neutralist elements under Prince Souvanni

phanouvong (Souvanna Phouma’s half brother). The balance of power in
e poverament was given to the neutralisss, and their leader Souvanna
houma became Prime Minister, a post he holds today.

Lhie: Geneva Accords themselves required Laos to disassociate herself
crom 2!l milirery alliances, including SEATO, prohibited the introduction of
Sotens militeey personnel and civilians performing quasi-mititary functions

texcept fov ase ol Freneh craining mission), precluded the establishment -
fary oreizn nowo oy dnstallations in Laos and forbade the use of Liuotian
ferrityry we intoere with che Internal affairs of another country. Pursuant
to th agreemen tie Ainericans and Soviets withdrew their military per-

t

~sonncl The Nareth Voo amese, however, failed to withdeaw mose of their
,0G0-r1an fovee that =+ then in Laos, : .

Neverrheless, a reiauve peace sertled over this somnolenr “Land of the
Million Elephan«s” for awcut one year, to be shattered in 1953 by an ex-
cnarge of assuesinations. The non-communist officer Colonel Ketsana was
murdered ane shortly thercafeer the pro-Chinese Foreign Minister Quinim
" Pholsema v killed. These sparked a renewal of the fighting in Laos,
which has razed ever since. :

To understand the nature of the hostilities in Laos, one must bear three -
ints in mind. First is the fact that the Laotians are a very peaceful, in
some cases indolent, people. Accordingly, they generally make poor soldiers.
This is true whether they marehy, or walk, under the red flag of communism

or the waite clephant and parasol emblem of the neutralise government.
They zre no martch for the well-trained soldiers of North Vietnam. Until

£ ]

recenily, Ly was evidenced all too frequently by the flight of government
fioes e Lo chat they were facing an opposing force composed of

A
orth Vi

e T S . R . :

_7 nere is one exception to this behavior, however, The 25¢c-300,000 Meo
mibesmen {(no one knows precisely how many there are} and the other
smaller Montagnard tribes come from different stock and have been hardened

by eenturies of nomadic life, slash-and-burn farming, priacipall
"poppies,, and oppression at the hands of their neighbor
Chincse. Sustained and supported by the U.S. Central In

y opium
s, histerically the
telligence Agency,
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these warriors, ueder e leadership of Meo General Vang, Pue, constitute
1]

tae bulls of the eeneral government’s paramilitary forces and by far its most
ci.ective fighters. Thus, one of the countless ironies of the war in Luos, at
ieast in contras: to the conflice in Vietnam, is that the main force of guerrillas
in Laos is on the non-communist side, In passing, it may be iateresting to
note that beecause of their long association with the Amerjean agency, the hill
tribes have shifted their agricultural emphasis from opium to rice.

The second major point for one who would hope to understand the bizarre
‘war goi ; on in the jungles and grasslands of Laos is the seasnal pattern

-of the c..aflict. During the dry scason that lasts from Qcrober 1o early June,

the communists invariably make their greatest advances. Ia the cnsuing
rainy scasoa each year, with the communist supply lines cligaed, the forces
of the centri! wovernment have been able to recoup most of their losses of
the preceding drv season, often with very little opposition. This pattern has
been so regular that in most years Souvanna Phouma has been zble to count
on taking hijs anrual vacation in Franee in the month of June,

Third, add perhaps most important in any analysis of Anterican policy

“toward Laos, is the fact that it is not a single war, but two distinet conflict~

beingg fought theee for quite different purposes and to some exzens by differe:
forces. The conrest being waged by the sovernment forces of Lans supporte

s cal contro e kingdom is carried e in northern
and cenrral Laos and, to some extent, in the Mckong Riv.r Yalley in the
wester + hall of the Laotian nanhandle

by their Amcpican and Thai allies s t. gheal 286RA00300060024-7
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Tie other war involves the cforts of the North Vietnamese to use the
netwo. < oi roads, waterways and trails in the eastern part of the Laotian
nania, dle as a eorridlor for the transportation and provisioning of their forces
fightin [ in South Vieinam, and more recently in Cambodia, and the effores
by the Amcricans and South Vietnamese to interdict such trafiic. Regular
Laotian {vrces hardly participare here. This is the Ho Chi Minh Trail, the
northern entrance of which is gzenerally considered to be the Mu Gia Pass
iess than 100 miles north of the Demilitarized Zone between North and
South Vietnam. The contest on and over the Ho Chi Minh Trail is actually
only an adjunce of the strugule for power in South Vietnam. Until the recent
iavasion by South Vietnamese troups, supported by U.S. air power, the
American invoivement was mainly ia northern and central Laos,

While Luoiians, Vietnamese, Americans and Thais contest for power in
. Laos, there are more than 10,000 Chinese soldiers in the nosthernmost prov-
inces of Laos who serve as construction cresvs and security troops in connec-
tion with the cxtension of one of several roads originally laid out by the
Chinese in years past. Another one of the ironies in Laos is that the Chinese
were first invited to do road construction there in 1962 by Souvanna Phouma
as Prime Minister and the right-wing leader Phoumi Nosavan as his Defense
Minister. .

The road now being worked on somewhat intermittently extends into Laos
50 mules south, with a branch 4o miles in a northeasterly direction toward

Diea Bien Phu. American policy-makers view this roadbuilding effort with

“obvious concern, particularly to the extent it indicates Chinese movement

toward the Thai border in the bulge west of Luang Prabang. The non-com-
munists avoid this Chinese presence as if it were a jungle ogre that must not
be disturbed, Even the Acroflor flights from Moscow to Hanoi detour to
avord overflying the region,

. 11

¢t us now turn back to the autumn of 1962, three months afrer the sign-
in . of the Geneva Accords. The United States by this time had come to
reslize thar the North Vietnamese were not going to withdraw their forces
from Laos. 1t therelore agreed to provide Souvanna Phouma with certain
liniited amounts of military equipment. This was permitted by the Geneva
Accords, In order to administer the program we set up a small office in our
AL mussion at Vientiane under the nondeseript title of the “Requirements
Chice” and staffed it with retired American military officers, though this was
of dubious legality under the Geneva Accords, This was the beginning of the
American military assistance program to the present rézime in Laos.

Still another one of the ironies of the war in Laos is-that the government
of Laos under Souvanna Phouma which we now support was the faction in
1961 which we were actively opposing and which the COMMUNISts were sup-
porting., Our champion in those days was General Phoumi Nosavan,

With the outbreak of scrious hostilitics in 1963, the United States began
o train Laotian pilots and ground crews in Thailand. Dy the spring of 1964
the war was going badly for the government forces. The communists were
able to overrun the remaining government positions on the Plaine des Jarres,
the famous and picturesque plateau situated in the center of Laos. In the

fuce of this threat American tactical fighter-bombers began striking targets

in northern Luaos under what was publicly described as “armed reconnajs-
sance.” This was not a lurge American effore. There were only 2o such sorties
- the whole year of 1964, a sortie being a single mis=ion by a single aireraft.

We also began to provide greater amounts of war matériel and other
assistance. To transport Laotian supplies and military personnel, the services
of the semi-commercial American companies Air America and Continental
AT Serviees were made available, both their airplanes and their helicopters.

The comymunist drive in 1964 was stopped on the western reaches of the
Plaine des Jarres at the town of Muong Soul, Invariably journalistic refer-
ences to the Plaine des Jarres describe it in terms such as “strategic” or
“key.” [nasmuch as this plain has remained in communist hands from 1964
to the time of this writing, except for u few months in 1909, and as the Sou-

vanna Phioyma rayvernme 2 T : R
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popuiation, the mmplications of such terms do nnt seem apt.
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The government forees launched an offensive in another part of Laos in
the summer of 1964, the rainy scason. No American air strikes were pro-
vided, but a few American airmen went along with the Laotian forces on
cthe ground to guide Luotian planes o their targets, and eight. American
“soidicrs accompanied the Laotian regiments as milizary advisers.

- In the avtumn of the same year, at American request, Laotian fighter-
bombers began to hit North Vietnamese supply routes along the panhandle
-of Laos. In 1963, as the war in South Vietnam intensified, American aircraft
took over this mission. :

. ¢ war in Laos has seesawed back and forth ever since. The government

forcc - made impressive gains in 1967, advancing to within 20 miles of
the - orth Victnanicse border and reaching the outskirts of Sam Neua, the
pring Hal town in the communist-held portion of Laos. With substantially
i S ; an ¢ X , :
incre ed Soviet assistance in matériel, the communists launched offensives
i 1 .8 and 1969 (the planning for the first of which coincided with the
planning for the Tet oflensive in South Vietnam). These communist drives
B o

in Laos wiped out the gains made by the sovernnicnt forees in the previous
o o (=]

vear und brought the communists beyond their previously held positions.
In June 1969 Muong Soui fell to them and they encircled the royal capital
of Luany Prabang from three sides:* That they did not push on and seize
chis eity is one of the curiosities of the war that raay be of more than pass-
e stemficance.

A dic war mrensified inthese years, so did American involvement. Tn

1500 aboue 5o U.S. Air Foree officers and enlisted men, technically assigned
to the A Attnchés office, were stationed ar the Laotian Air Force bases as
asvisers. In 10457 about the same number of U.S. Army personnel were de-
ployed 1o the regional headquarters of the Laotian Army for similar duty.
The Americans who had brietly served with the Laotian forces to guide tacti-
al zireraft to their targets were replaced by Laotians, who by now had been
trained to do such work. And about 20 U.S. Air Force pilots stationed in Laos
and others stationed in Thailand began to serve as airborne forward air
controliers in singléfengine slow-moving airplanes for the same purpose.
* As the American air war over North Vietnam intensified, several naviga-
coiial aid facilities were installed in Laos to guide American F-gs, F-103s
and other aircraft o their targets. Some of thein were manned by U.S. Air
Force personnel; others were unmanned. One of the manned facilities was
set up at Muong Phalane in the panhandle, It was overrun by communist
forces on Christmas Day 1967 with the loss of two American lives, In Qctober
16507 another such facility was placed on a 3,000-foot cliff in northern Laos
just 13 miles from the North Vietnamese border at a place called Phou Pha
Tai, then in the hands of friendly Meo tribesmen. This facilitv functioned
‘or five months and then was overrun by communist forces on March 171,
1968, with the loss of all but a few of the Amecricuns who were there.

By far che largest American contribution to the war in northern Laos
has been the air strikes by American Air Force planes against communist
interdiction and close-in targets. By 1969 the level of such strikes had
reacted more than 100 sorties a day—not including any near the Ho Chi
Minh Trail in southern Laos. The increascd American involvement in the
wa: in northern Laos can be shown graphically by the ever-increasing sortie
rate over that area, ranging from 20 per year in 1664 to 52 per day in Decem-
ber 1968 and more than 100 per day in 1969, -
 The large increase in 1969 was a result of the increased intensity of enemy
acton in northern Laos well into the rainy season, the availability of Ameri-
care atrerafr following the eessation of bombing over North Vietnam,' and
the reduced number of targets on the Ho Chi Minh Trail during the rainy
suason. :

tThe king of Lans resides at Tuaug Prabang. The administrative offices of Souvanna
Pioumu’s government are at Vientiane. :

€]

.
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There is a significant diszinction between American air operations over
sorthern Laos and those formerly over Noith Vietnum that may explain
the greater success our aif power has achieved in Laos. In North Vietnam
our air strikes were exclusively against interdiction rargets. The enemy cen-
cro'led all of the ground there. By contrast, our operations in northern Laos
involve close air support for friendly forces in addition to strikes at inter-
dic lon targets. Turthermore, the friendly forces are indigenous guerrilias
ane the enemy is composed of roadbound conventional forces. Thus, we have
advantages in terms of target acquisition, as well as fairly minimal anti-
aireralt opposition. .

The nexc most important assistance which we have provided to the
T 2osians has been the aid we have been giving to General Vang Pao's
Mongagnard forces. With CTA and U.S. Army advisers and substantial
American logisties support, these forces have borne the brunt of the battle
for the Vientiane government, According to Henry Kamm in the October
26, 1669 New York "Iimes, Vang Pao’s troops are “armed, equipped, fed,
naid, guided strategically and tactically, and often transported into and out
Sf action by the United States.”

The U.S. Air Force advisers with the Laotian Air Force exercise great
nMience over their protégds; but the American Army advisers, except those
wrich General Vang Puao’s forces, have much less influence with the Laotian
Army, The air foree advisers in effect, if not in namne, run the air force of
faos. [hat force is small, composed of relatively intelligentr officers and
aen motivated by an espric and sense of professionalism iacking in most
. f the other Royal Laotian units. Working with men of this caliber, the

\merican aiomen have litele difficulty in guiding operations along_ the lines

{ their own experience and training. Not so with many of the Laotian Army
aits, The lot of the Amcrican Army majors and captains assigned to them
s advisers is often a frustrating one. Besides the natural Laoran disinclina-
tion toward fishting, the Royal Laotian Any and its adjuncs, the Neutral
[aotizn Army, known respectively by their French names force armde royale
and force armée neutrale, are plazued by extreme class distingtions berween
oilicers aud enlisted men, widespread corruption, an absence of political or
ideological motivation, and an awarencss from long experience that a live-
and-let-live policy is often the wisest. Under these circumstances, an Amer-
ican adviser’s ability to influence events is often measured more by his
personality and his control over American logistics support than by his
military knowledge.

The cumulative cost of U.S. military support for Laos since 1962 runs into
tha billions of dollars, but the exact amount remains secret. Gur support for
the regular Laotian forces has grown to morg than %90 millisn annually, as
compared with the Laotiuns’ own contribution of only $17 million a year.
Our contribution docs not include the amount we provide to the paramilitary
{orces nor does it include the cost for the American air operations in the war.

To maintain a color of compliance with the Geneva Accords, the large
American logistics support for the Laotian forces is not administered by a
typical military assistance group as in most other countries. Instead, such
a group of Americans was assembled in neighboring Thailand under the

command of a colonel carrying the deceptive title of “Deputy Chief of the
Joint Milirary Advisory Group for Thailand.” This group of supply and
Ctraining experts do their work for Laos through the small Requirements.
Ofice in the AID mission in Laos referred to earlier and through frequent
visiis of.thcir own to Laos. Thus there are no more than several hundred
Amcricats in Laos who are dircetly involved in the war, The main American
Csupport is furnished by Americans who are stationed elsewhere, mainly
Thuiand.
Amerigan casualtics in the Laotian war have not been high. Among Amer-
ieans stationed in Laos, as the President has announced, therc have been
o abour 30 men lost to hostile action. The number of American pilots
,stationed in “Thailand or on the carriers, who have been lost over northern
"iaos, has never heea publicly released. We know, however, that American
e b - P - -y O -
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"i'h\: i ‘.15;\n~ themselvis, on the other hand, have suffered cnormdus‘/
irons ths war, They nave bad more than 6oo,000 refugees since 19)2 They
By {.m, E»;.' official re ports, from 15,000 to 35,000 ki 1ul and continue to
fo e wene ar the rate of 120~-140 a monih. According to formcr American

A sbassador Wilkam Sullivan:

rinent o point out that thie Lao themsclves, a astion of less than 3 mil-
Hon, have sulfered cnormous casualties by their standards, oo - a loss that, pro-
,ur.,uA al wo the [\O'ulukhi)l of Laos, wouid be considered, [ think, larger than
lusses sustained by any other country on the face of this urtr in that
-.x:l_ et vinds

Perhans even more vivid was the account of Edgur “Pop” Buell, the ATID
Dircezor {or. the northeastern region a0s 1 the May issue of The
D or for.the northeastern region of La the May 1968 f Th
Vew Yorker Magazine:

A few days ago, T owas with V.DUs [Vany Pao’s] officers when they rounded up

three hundred fresh Moo receuits. Thirty per cent of the kids were fourteen

years old or less, and about a dozen were only ten years old. Another thirty per
cent were fifteen or sixteen. The rest were thirty-five or over. Where were the

Gies in between ? Ul tell you—they're all dead.

In the winwer of 1970, the North Vietnamese poured consic‘erably more
e into northern Laos, reaching a rt,pom.d strengeh of 33 000 men, and
a-emed on the verge of new and ominous gains. lhul retook the l’].unc des
Jarres, scized Vang Pao’s base at Sum Thong and threatened his head-
quarters at Long Chien, To stop them the Laotian government forces and

Geir American allies redoubled their effores, including a single raid by
3-32 bombers over the Plaine des Jarres. Thercupon the American press
raised what scemed at the time to be a great hue and cry for fear such
steps would lead to the introduction of American ground troops into Laos,
claiming to perceive a paranel with our earlier involvement in Vietnam.
In comparison to th: later outery at the use of American forces to raid
che communist sanctenries in Cambodia, these assertions in the press over
.Laos now scem little more than polite admonitions,

1

B rardless of the purported mr:u[da with Vietnam, it scems very unlikely
z the United DL.uLs will send ground combac troeps to deferd the '\mw—
in e pover 1 neat. 1o do so would be contrary to the Nixon doctrine an-
no \mud on Guam, More important, perhaps, it would deinitely go against
the prevailing mood of the American people growing out ef the frumntlons
of Vietnum, heightened by the dissension over the | iacursion into Cambodia.
Tt would also be in violation of present legislation, Section 843 of the 1971
D. ense. Appropn“t.om Act, which precludus the use of any funds so appro-
prate “to finance the mtroducmon of American gromd combat troops into
either Laos or Thailand”—legislation which was publicly endorsed by the
\\ hite House. {The legal cffect of this legislation, however, will expire at the
cad of the periad for which the appropriations in the act are provided.)

Further, our direct interests in Laos are small, and we are no longer using
American «rxound Lroops in outright support of the Lon Nol government in
C :mibodia, which bears a rather similar relatonship to the Umtod Staces.

The bul ite Torcign Relations Subcomrittee on United States Scumty
A rreements and Commitments Abroad, of which Senator Stuart Symington
is the chairman, cxplorud at length the possibility of the Umtcd Stacos
Lecoming so involved in the ﬁrrhtmg in Laos that we would be compellcd o
sead Nouml troops if our other efforts should fail. The events in Laos are
well worth studying in order to distinguish bevween the sorts of involvement,
or Yeommirment,” which lead on to more costly operations and those that
uY not,

For the suke of analysis ‘s the pertinent relationships with another country
nay be categorized as fullows: (1) a mutuaal defense treaty or other form
of defense agreement, (2 ) anilateral declarations of support for the other
country’s sceunity, {3 ) a siznificant presence of American troops there, (4) a
tiorzl oblization to defend it, and (5) some more g,uxu.x] xdunnﬁcatmn with
l[b sovey “l[}"’ system, ln\t([u“ons or 50(:1&.[". .

The United Statesshas no defense treaty or other written defense com-

Aptﬂ:é‘;éstﬁéfo‘s%'éa ¥ 500478130, CI ROPTSEI GBI IO BGa S -7
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Under the Geneva Accords we are legaily obligated to respect the neu-

wality of Laos, but we are under no legal responsibiiity o come o the
defense of Laos in the event that her neutrality is violated by another,
However, just ro consider the legal rights and obligatiens of the parties does
not answer the real question as to the significance of the agreement for de-
termining the course of future American action, A lawyer’s analysis of the
cluuses and provisos of the Geneva Accords serves lintle to reveal the true
dynamics embodied in the document. Important international agreements
such as mutual defense wreaties and mulalateral neutraliey guarante s do not
exist within self-contained legal systems, as do ordinary commercial contracts,
In the international field there is no disinterested judge to decide the various
rights and obligations of the parties, and there is no effective law-enforce-
ment agency standing behind him to see tlut all concerned comply with his
decision,

Instead, the only means for “enforcing” international agrecments are the
cuse of eomity and rair play thac exists, to some extent, among nations
and the concern each country has for the interpretation placed upon its
vords and actions by other powerful countrics. This means that the over-
toncs of an iaternational agreciment are often miore important than the
actual words in dCt(‘TZIlinln”' the conduct of nations. It also means that
.;ovnc:imcs the opinion of u country rot a party to the agreement is by far
niore signilicant in c.e:mm:mng what one party may consider to be its re-
spons. ity than Is the judyment of the other p;zrty It means further that
witen he fanguage of the accord s ambiguous, and it very often is, each party
avill aer under dhat i interpretation of the langzuage which is most consistent
Wwith 1ts owWn inrerests. )

Lo Hlustrate, the language of the SEATO Treaty probubly did not require
American intervention in Scuth Viernam in 1963, the communist forces at
that time being .munly indigenous South Vietnamese. Nevertheless, the
treasy wis onc expreasion of L]u, importance which the Unired States at-
tic.ud to Souih Viernam in the eyes of the world. Se among the variety
of reasons that led the United States to take the fazeful step it did in
1563 was a belief that failure to aid this teeaty ally in its bour of desperation
could well be tnterpreted to Ameriea’s serious disadvaniaze by several more
posweriul nutions, particularly communist China and Japan.

Coming buck to ric 196 Geneva Accords, however, we see that they
have-never takea on a simiac smgmy and meaningz. They have always
bcc:‘ cunstdered an uohappy compromise. Thcy were the best bargain that
could be struck inoa very awkward situation. Furthermore, their multi-
lateral nature has rended o diffuse responsibility. No Amu:cz.n leader would
sound i call o the burricades to preserve the Geneva Accords.

Anotier aspect of our relindonship wich Laos which mishe have led to very
unfortunate conscquences was embraced in the high-seunding declarations
on Laotian sccumy by several American officials. Onc of the most egregious
was Lhuc made in a news conference on March 15, 1961, by President Ken-
aedy @ ““Vhe security of all Southeast Asia would be endangered if Laos loscs
its neutral nu.(.pcn(knu. Its own safcty runs with the safery of us all. . . .”

In june 1664, President Johnson, m a specch m Mimnneapolis, warned
that the United States was prepared “to risk war” to preserve the peace
i Southeast Asia. And on October 13, 1966, Presiden: Johnson informed
the press that he had told Souvanna Phouma that “the world must know
that aggression will not succeed in Indochina.” The obvicus mistake in all
of these well-intended statements is that they commit Amesican prestige
to the fulfillment of the spokesman’s word. When the President speaks, he
1m.v1tably speaks for the entire country to the ears of the world.

Fortunately in the case of Laos an occasion never arose during the
vizality of chese declarations that would have required the United Statcs

Cte fulill che noble sentiménes c\prcss\.d Unlike radioactivity, the dangerous
cffeces of such emissions are measured in fairly shore haif-lives. That is why - ’
forelgn stacesmen {requently insist upon a repetition of such e.\pressxons.
For thse declarations on Laos, the change in Admmxatrnnom and the wide-
spread discontent over events in Vn:tnarn, as well as the simple passage of -
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time, have tended to dissipate their meaning and implication. The present
Sdminstration has wisely relrained from overstating the importance we
attach to Laos,

Another familiar commitment-raaking step is the stationing of U.S. forces,
capeciaily combat unis, at various points .{rmmd the globe. There are, how-
cver, very few truly American installations in the cmbatled areas of Laos,
the Joss of which is h:cly to gencrate an aititude in tws country like the
reaction over the loss of Americans at Pleiku or zboard the Pueblo. There
are some facilitics in the Vientiane arca that could coneeivably belong in
this catg sory, but, given the present attitude of Americans toward Souzh-
east Asia, it is even unlikely that an attack on onc of them would lead this
country to plunge in with ground troops.

There is a fundamental distinetion between assaults upon. Americans qua,
Americans znd those who happen to be present when othiers are being at-
tacked, It is a matter of placement, proportion-and purpase. As regrettable
as would be the loss of any Americaus mn ancillary roles, that would not be
Aikely to lead on to greater American involvement., The loss of the naviga-
tional aid facilities at Muong Phalane and PPhou Pha Tri should be men-
tioned 1n this regard, These were small, but essentially American, facilities
overrun by the communists at the cost of some 1\nn,r'ic.‘m lives. They were
xusul.xcm, however, where all concerned realized risks were being assumed,
and their loss, mou;h regrectable, was not entirely unexpected or unpro-

voked. . .
An instance of a porential moral commiunenc is the very close relation-
ship we have with General Vang Pao and his Montagnard forces. We have

sustained him, and he has fought on with our urging. Perhaps one event
can best portray this basis of an American oblxmuow toward him and his
people. In the summer of 1969, after Vang Pao had lost the battle for
Muonyr Soui, he was very depressed, Ile informed his '\mcnc.m advisers
hat he was suxously tuinking of moving his people from their forward posi-
tions in the hills around the Plaine des j(xrrcs to a more remote and peace-
ful arca in the northwestern region of the country., We would have none
of tlmt We urged, we cajoled, we pcr:uadcd and we advised ::gamst it. Vang
Pao’s spiric was rcvxved. e rejoined the fight and wen:t en in September of
that year to sweep the communists from the Plaine des Jarres and capture
larye stores of their supplies and equipment

1f the communists were about to overrun Laos, the Americans mighe feel
same responsibility to assist Vang Pao in evacuating his people to Thailand.
It is reported that a f{ew years ago he held secret discussions with Thai
officials on resectling Meos in the region near the Thai-Laotian border. The
American sense of obligation toward Vang Pao, however, is not so great as
to lead to an American invasion of Laos. Already the Meos have suffered
rrric,vously by this war, and it has not led to direct American part1c1panon
in the fighting on the ground. Their traditional nomadic experience is
further reason why we wauld feel no obligation to save Laos for them.

There is still another instance of possible moral commitment. From
time' to time the communists have made proposals for settling the war in
Laos, They apparently did so in 1967 and 1969, and they publicly made such
= proposal in 1970. 3o far none of these cfforts at peace has come to fruition,
" 5 some extent it has been Souvarna Phouma that has been uncompromis-
ton Inorejecting the en arlier communist overtures, he must have been as-
suziing the continuation of American support for his posizion. This assumes
ent of American commitment; but, again, i is not so strong as
relteve we owe him an American sacrifice as costly as that in Viet-
n . .m::dox Sullivan confirmed this point before the Symington Sub-
conmitiee in response to a question from Senator Fulbrighs.

Uhe Senaror .n,\ed “Do you think . .. Souvanna Paecuma believes he
kas a commimment from our GQ'»eAnmcnt to support him?”
he .‘\;)H!.'!.\.\.!(iu, responcded: “No, sir; T do nor think so . . . because
Soaviana Phoctnan . L has had aseries of assochrions with the United
SRR d b ehink he v a man withour any illusions, . . . Without any
sions i rerms of whar these arrangements woutd gignify.”
Dochups die best deseription of the American positioa n Laos was con-

winen in the follawing words of Ambassador Sullivan befere the Symingron
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Subcominiiiree: “We usad 1o use as a rule of thumb our zbility to make 1t

Caur presence in Laos] reversible and terminute it withm eighe hours, It
Woula srobubly tike twenty-four hours now, but ic stil eeuld be done.”

Tinahy, on this subject of moral commitmient one sheuld mention the
sossihility of such aw obligation toward the Thais for wiat they have con-
cernueed roward the defense of Tros, It would be the heisht of naiveré, how-
ever, for thie United Siates to aceepr such a proposition, masmuch as the
Thals wre doing what they are for Laos strictly in their own self-incerest, It
s reasonabie (o wssunie that both Thai and American officsals realize this.

As fur as o commirmens through a general American entification with
b Liotian cause, by contrast with Vietnam, the way we have “packaged”
our posiion in Laos has been a classie edse of low profiie. Unul recently the
oneration was win ofiicial seeret. This seerecy was regrettablie from an Ameri-
an consticuticnal point of view, and after a time should have ceased, but
;om the point of view of commitments it avoided the Vietnam tyvpe of
entan; ement, If we had ever been faced with the unfortunate choice between
a Laocun eapitulation and the dispateh of large numbers of American com-
bar triops, we could have chosen the former and walked away from the
situat on. Bven when the US. government decided on March 6 of last year
w0 make a public acknowledzment of its activities in Laos, it did so in order
to poriray how little, not how much, we were doing there.

The Subcommittee on Commitments found no sccrer agreement com-
mittic g ihis country to sending combat forees to Laos. The public’s fascina-
tion vt the possibility of such secret accords is understaadable but great]
exaseerated. [t would be a rare step indeed for any American adminis-
trution o agree privately with another couwitry In unambizuous language.
w sead American wroops into combat at some future date. What this
cwtitrry does do, like other countries, 18 1o enter INTO SeCret arrangements

thrary nature that spell out some of the collateral mmplications of
. publicly announced pelicy. The private nature of these subordinate
atrargements in itseif decreases their force commitments, there being no
world audience to have to convince with respect to their fulfillment. That 1s
not-to say that private accords can never have significance as commitments.
Phey still carry moral implications and some burezucratic entanglement, and
ire always subject to being revealed by a disgruntled party. And it is true
hat government programs, developed publicly or privately, have self-
enerating dynamics that can lead to conscquences never contemplated b

I
<

e,

their creators,

The American artempt to provide Laos with substantial assistance with-
out overconunitment will not face the ultimate test, of course, unless tae
comumunists press on in an attempt to take over the entire country, Only
then cain we know for certain whether the United States has ordered its
affairs so that cven a collapse of the non-communist forces would not
compel us to send American combat treops into Laos. There are precedents
in which this country has resisced the pressure to become so involved, even
after large amounts of American assistance have been provided; namely,
at the rime of the collapse of the Nationalist Chinese in 1919 and the defeat
of the French in Indochina in 1934, . _ :

This raiscs the highly puzzling question why the communists have. ap-
parently not attempted to take over the entire country. Recall, for instance,
their surrounding the royal capital of Luang Prabang in 1969 without
seizing it. There are a number of possible answers, all involving 2 good
deal of speculation. Several rest upon the premise that to the North Viet-
namese, just as to us, the war in South Vietnam is by far more important
than the war in Laos. -

Ficst, it may be that the communists have no specific policy as to a
political settlement for Laos pending the outcome of the war in South
Vietnam. Sjnce they cannot now sec the outline of the sertlement for Viet-
nam, they cannot answer what they consider acceptable for .aos.

Sccond, they may have feared that if they pressed on to the banks of the
Mekong and seized Vientiane, this might have removed a significant inhibit-
inz factor which until recently had dissuaded the Americans and South
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Victaumese {rom invading the southern end of the Ho Chi Minh Trail in the
Laorian panhandle. With the Soiith Viernamese invasion of the panhandle
it F'ebruary, the relevance of this factor scems at an end, 3 it were the chief
ceason for the-Norel Vietnamese ta be comparatively inaetive in northern
1,108, We can now expect o sce them beeome much moze aetive there,

A third reason may be their unccrtainty as to what the Argericans and the
Thais might do in that particular theater of the war. The communists may’
{ear that such a marked shift in the military balance would lead to unfore-.
sceable reprisals by Thai forces, supported by American e power, including
the possibility of a broad-scale invasion from Thailand into the Mekong
Vidley of Laos. Such a prospect would certainly concern North Victnam’s
Soviet and Chinese mentors, :

A fourth possibility is simply that the North Vietnamese in Laos lack the
whorewithal ro achieve a complete military victory there withour over-
burdening their limired resources needed elsewhere, Vang Pae'’s swifc scizure
of the Plaine des Jarres in Seprember 1969 vevealed surprsing weakness on
tae.part of the communists at that time., When their 1970 offensive failed to
seize Vang Pao’s headquarters at Long Chien they even Liad to relinquish his
© sase ar Sum Thong, which they had captured and then held briefly.
Ay, e should be added that under the tripurtite formula for governing
snder the Geneva Accords, by which scats in the Laotian cabinet
woore distribured amone the neutralists, the right-wing royalists and the
©communists, the Pather Lao could obrain effcctive conirol of the government
ehiziou seizing Vientdane, This could be done by the Pather Luo’s obtaining
1 negotiation a greater share of those seats for themselves and for
st factions sympathetic to them than were accorded in 1962, There
5 some andicadion from the communises’ peace proposals and military

erations thut this may be the course they will choose.

. v

var a briel period in the spring of 1970 public attention facused once again’

“zoern Laos because of the conflux of several events. Under Presidens
's Victnamization program at that time the war in Vietnam seen
sasing aown, dull news, In contrast, the war in Laos was intensifying—
COIRUNIST troops, 33,600 by March; large-scale fizhting on the Pluine
wes Jarees and around Vang Dao’s headquarters at Long Chicn; the fal] of
Lis other base ac Sam Thong; and most symbolic, a B-32 bombing raid in
novtiern Laos for the first time, Morcover, based upon hearings held by
Senatar Symingeon's Foreign Relations Subcommittee the srevious October,
the Senate was becoming increasingly restive over the situztion in Laos and
more maisient upon public disclosure as to American participation and inten-

ton. Under these monnting pressures, President Nixon issued a public state-
meit on March 6 explaining the American presence in Laos; and in Apnit

197¢ the Symingion Subcommittee, with Administration soquiescence, was
able o release a declassified version of its hearings, which provided more
cti i as to the American role, Laos was again page one cony.

Zlthough the Symington Subcommitree neld its hearings on Lacs in
October 1969, the State Department was reluctant to approve the release
U w reasonably complete trunseript of those hearings ungl public pressure
ecanme so great five months later as to make an official declaration on Laos
unavoidable. The reasons given by the State Department for refusing for so
wniz to draw public actention to American activities in Laos provide a re-
vealing insipht into the processes of foreign policy. .

First, the State Department said the American government had agreed

with Souvanna Phouma to keep such activities secres.
Second, they cliimed that disclpsure of a large American program in sup-
port of Souvanna Phouma would jeopardize his image as a acutral and thus
ia aper our efforts to redstablish the Geneva Accords under which his neu-
rallny was suaraneced.
hird, they contended that if this country were to admit its' violations of
e Geneva Accords, ‘the other side, -never having admitred e violations,
would have a ficld day of propaganda. _ :
Fourth, an ﬁfi.l.cf.'lIR‘lciglé)ggciébufmw{;myCMCRWZ3BDDMRQMQQOGOOZ4-7
the ARRroYes, 196 RS 4 positive action in support of aur adversaries
i Laos than it had theretofoge done, This concern was based upan the propo-
sizion that the Sovier Union canld fam . o oGEHHVAS DASCE y; o -

e

by
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cial press reports of Amierican viclations ol the Gencva nccoras,
~ot do so when the admission was made by American efficials, Indead, a
deh Sovier official had suggested as muca 1o one of our diplomars.

e Gith reason was the belief that so loag as rhe operation remained
clandestine, it would be relatively easy for the United States to. wash 1ts
haunds of the situation should our position in Laos cver become untenable.

Chere was a sixth reason present, although unexpressed, which stemimed
trom the inherent nature of operations conducted in®the absence of outside
eview. This was a tendency, neither malicious nor particularly conscious
but nevertheless real, to facilitate one’s own mode of operation. Thus it was
rempting and convenicnt to agree with Souvanna Phowma when he asked
that the operation be kept seeret.

Oue of the reasons given by the State Department for continued scerecy
deserves more extended comment; namely, the contention that public ac-
knowledement could make subsequent disengagement more difficult. Ic 1s

true that public attention ean commit political leaders to courses ol acrion
which they would not take privately. Disclosure sometimes compels gov-

ernment oficials to inflate the importance of their programs in order to
justify them.

However, this did not occur in the case of the public acknowledgment of
our operations in Laos. Such acknewledgment was offered in a manner
caleulated to dedmphasize rather than overemphasize what we were doing.
“Ihus, the basic principle of maintaining a well-informed public with respece
to major issues of foreign policy was achieved wirhout dressing up those
.policies to appear more vital, and hence more binding, than chey really
were,

Indeed, following such publicity none of the parade of horribles which the
State Department had imagined did in fact occur. To the contrary, a step
toward peace followed this disclosure, for which it might have, in part, been
- responsible, By coincidence, on the same day that the President disclosed
the American role in Laos, the Pathet Lao announced a five-point peace
proposal. In contrast to his replies to cariier communist peace propnsals,
Souvanna Phouma responded more favorably to this one. It is not unrea-
sonable to assunie that, as a resulc of the President’s aanouncement, includ-
ing his reference to sending no American combat troops to Laos, the Laotian
Prime Minister was now less certain of full American support and thercfore
more receptive to a ncgotiated sertlement.

v

The United States’ avowed goal in Laos is the reéstablishment of the
Geneva Accords of 1962, which means withdrawal of North Vietnamese
forces from that country and continuation of the tripartite formula for gov-
erning Laos that gives the balance of political power to Souvanna Phouma’s
neutralists. Since the other side does not scem disposed to accept such a
seetlement voluntarily, the Amcrican policy has mainly been to continue
our military support for Souvanna Plhiouma.

Our interests there are basically twolold. First, we wish to keep the com-
munists away from the Thai border. Thailand, our SEATO ally, is consider-
ably more imporcant to us than is Laos. The "Thais are already experiencing
a cominunist nsurgency in their northern and northeastern provinces, If

comumu
.
Ly

ommunis: forces were present in Laos all along the Thai border, the Norch
Tetnarmese and Chinese couid greatly increase their aid to this insurgency,
and even an invasion by infltration or otherwise would not be out of the
question, '
".:'\s Snc;rAmcricnn policy-maker has put it, it through “the nickels and
dimes” effore we are making in Laos, we can put off the hard questions we
would have o face in Thailand, the effort 1s well worth making. The only
problem is that this effore is hbout at the level wherz it can no longer be
counted in nickels and dimes, althouzh perhaps it still may be worthwhile.
The second Awverican interest in the war in northern Laos rests in the fact
that the continuation of a government in Vientiane thar acquiesces in what
we are doing against the communist traffic on the Ho Chi Minh Trail makes
our aperations there a bit easier, But this second interest must be kepe in
perspective. There is really very licele Souvanna can do about events in that
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part of his country, One would doube seriously that the United Seates and
i ties would stop their efforts ro block the Trail mercly because a gov=
criiment opposed o such operations had come to power in Vieatiane,
In deciding upen Anierican poiicy toward Laos, one should consider the
plight 0. tiw Laotian peeple and the relatively static naturd of the battle line
over the years. The Laotians have suffered greacly from this vear, and most
of them have very litte to gain whichever side may prevail. Furthermore,
~there s very lictde 'sense of national identity among them, They are much
more oriented @i cheir village and region. It is only slightly overstared to say
that in politicul development they stand today where the European states
stood hundreds of years ago. . ' :
In view of Amcrican interests, particularly our desire to keep the commun-
ists off the Mclong, we should welcome and encourage any scttlument, de.
facto or atherwise, thas recognizes the existing batele line as the peacetime
damarcation line between communist and non-communist forces in Laos.
The front is a more definice concept in the Laotian war than in the rest’of
Indochinz. Almest any peace is better for the Laotians than the existing -
coniiict. Furthermore, the steadfastness of the present government in Vien-
tiang, in the byzantine circumstances of today, can never be assured. The
ominous presence of thousands of Chinese treops in Laos is another impor-
tant impetus for peace on any reasonable terms. A ceasefire along the pres-
¢ng, or any recent, battle line will, therefore, probably maximize the chances
that a non-communist government will continue to function in the Mekong
Valley. Such « scetlement can be made (if the other side is willing) without
regard to the fighting along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. That conflicr must await
the resolution of the greater war of which it is a part. '

h
]
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